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The praises which the man heaped on the Soviet system
nauseated me, but they reassured Gorki, and he told his story with
conviction. I could easily see him as the leader of a band of desperate
young Jews, dispossessed themselves, taking advantage of the wild
conditions to avenge themselves on the pogrom-making peasants of
Ukrainia. There was plenty of room for the go-getter in the service
of the Soviets. Heaven knew they needed a few of them.
He went on to tell us how he had met his wife, to whom he had
been married three weeks. The Red Armies were fighting in the
neighbourhood of the Black Sea, completing the mopping-up of the
followers of General Denikin. The Whites were in full retreat in
that quarter,, but they would sometimes make a stand, usually with
the object of destroying something, for now that they were losing
hope of withholding any part of Russia from the Reds they were
engaging in spasmodic outbursts of bitter destruction of both life
and property.
There had been a halt of this sort outside a town, and while
the main body of the Red Brigade engaged the White rearguard,
Lepinsky, the Jew, had been sent to attack them on the flank, which
they had left unprotected. The Reds had actually penetrated the
outskirts of the town without meeting any of the enemy when their
attention was drawn by an outburst of shrieking from one of the
larger houses. They crept up to the wall and looked over into a
courtyard, where they found about twenty White soldiers com-
pletely engrossed in violating the same number of women and
girls whom they had tied down for that purpose to a long iron
grating covering a stream which ran through the courtyard.
There was another girl tied to a post, and an officer with a
monocle stuck in his eyes was turning her face forcibly to the sight
of the mass violation and shouting to her over the noise of the other
women that unless she submitted herself voluntarily to his desires
he would deal with her in like manner himself and then hand her
over to the tender attentions of each of his twenty soldiers. Lepinsky,
who was within a couple of yards of the officer, shot him through
the back, while his men covered the soldiers they had surprised on
the ground, drove them into a corner away from the women and
shot them all down. When Lepinsky released the girl from the post
she had begged him so piteously to take her away with him that
he had consented.
Her story was that she had been living with friends who were
supporters of Denikin and under their influence she had acted as a
nurse in a White Army hospital, but she had been so disgusted with
the behaviour of the White soldiers and the White government's
treatment of the common people in the territories it occupied that